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ABSENT PARENT PROTOCOL: 
Identifying, Locating, and Notifying Noncustodial  

Parents in Child Protective Proceedings 
 

INTRODUCTION 
The Absent Parent Protocol was developed as a resource for the people responsible for identifying, 
locating and, if appropriate, involving absent parents in child protective proceedings.  The goal is to 
address the absent parent issue as early as possible and, as necessary, at each stage of a child protective 
case to prevent disruption of the permanency plan later in the case. 

This protocol was developed in response to problems that arose when absent parents were not involved 
early in the process. 

• Permanency plans were disrupted when an absent parent was not identified or located 
early on, and that parent sought to participate long after the direction of the case was 
established. 

• Court proceedings were unnecessarily delayed or made more complicated when absent 
parents were involved at a late point in the case. 

• Placement of the child with the absent parent or his/her family was eliminated as a 
possibility when the absent parent was not identified or located. 

These concerns, and others, were raised in several forums identifying the barriers to permanency.  The 
Children’s Task Force of the State Bar of Michigan, the Kent County Families for Kids Initiative, and 
annual reports of the Foster Care Review Board have all raised absent parent issues as a key obstacle to 
permanency.  The issues were also discussed in the assessment phase of the State Court Administrative 
Office’s Court Improvement Project, in which absent parent issues emerged as one of the top three 
barriers to achieving permanency for children.  In response, the State Court Administrative Office began 
developing a protocol to identify absent parents and include them in the process as early as possible.  
Most recently, the matter of absent parents was raised in the federal Child and Family Services Review.  
Michigan’s Child and Family Services Review Program Improvement Plan includes this protocol as part 
of its response in addressing the absent parent issues. 
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The Absent Parent Protocol is a result of recommendations from an independent assessment of 
child protective court proceedings.  It was developed in response to a broad-based consensus that 
failure to appropriately handle absent parent matters has been a barrier to a timely permanent 
placement for too many children.  Although the protocol does not carry the weight of law, it does 
discuss a variety of activities that are statutorily required and mandated by court rule.  This 
protocol should therefore be treated as recommendations for best practices.   

Four interrelated themes guided the development of this protocol.  

1. The courts must take leadership to ensure that efforts to locate and involve absent 
parents begin at the earliest stages of a child protective proceeding.  The role of the 
court is essential to a successfully implemented local protocol.  In addition, activities to 
locate absent parents can be locally institutionalized by integrating the issue into local 
procedures. 

2. Protocol elements must be sensitive to current workload and responsibilities.  This 
protocol is designed to provide approaches that are effective but not burdensome, and 
serve as a best practices resource. 

3. The protocol must take full advantage of new technologies.  New and enhanced access 
to databases and other information sources can greatly facilitate the search for absent 
parents.   

4. The protocol will only be successfully implemented with the “buy in” of local 
leadership.  The intent of this protocol is to provide useful, efficient tools for locating 
and involving absent parents. Successful local implementation, however, will require 
changing local practice in building new relationships and expanding efforts to find absent 
parents.  Ultimately, the local court, the Department of Human Services, and other 
stakeholders must agree that children involved in child protective proceedings deserve 
permanency, and that implementing the Absent Parent Protocol is a key way to achieve 
earlier dispositions and greater permanency. 
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Section I:  IDENTIFYING A CHILD’S FATHER 

A. Legal Father:  In a child protective proceeding, a child’s parents are his or her mother, his or 
her father, as defined by law, or both.  It is important to distinguish between a father who has 
rights recognized by law and a man claiming to be a father who does not have such rights.  A 
man who has legally-recognized rights is called a “legal father.” To be a legal father, a man must 
fit into one of the following categories:   

1. A man who is married to the child’s mother at any time from the child’s conception to the 
child’s birth.  

2. A man who has legally adopted the child. 

3. A man who has been determined to be the child’s legal father in an order of filiation or 
judgment of paternity as a result of an action under the Paternity Act.  

4. A man who has been determined by a judge in a divorce action to have parental rights.  

5. A man who has been determined to be a child’s legal father by the proper filing of an 
acknowledgment of parentage.  

Note:  See Appendix 1 for a fuller discussion of each of these ways that a man can be legally 
established as a father. 

B. Putative Father:  A “putative father” is an alleged biological father of a child.  A putative father 
can only exist where a child has no legal father, and has no legal rights unless and until he 
legally acknowledges paternity of the child.  If a legal father exists, a putative father may not be 
identified or participate in a child protective proceeding unless the presumption of a child’s 
legitimacy is rebutted (see Appendix 1).  If no legal father exists, a court may conduct a 
“putative father hearing” to identify the alleged father, facilitate notification of the alleged father, 
and allow him to legally establish his paternity of the child. 

 If a child’s mother is married at the time of birth, the mother’s husband must be identified as the 
father on the child’s birth certificate.  If a child’s mother is unmarried at the time of birth, a 
father’s name may not be placed on the child’s birth certificate without the completion and filing 
of an acknowledgment of parentage or a court order following a paternity action. 
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Section II:  EARLY ATTENTION TO THE ABSENT PARENT ISSUE 
 
A. Involvement of Child Protective Services and Foster Care 

The Department of Human Services and private agency staff must begin to identify, locate, and 
involve an absent parent at the earliest stages of child protective proceedings. 

Early efforts to involve an absent parent can ensure the issue is addressed in the petition and can 
facilitate cooperative and coordinated efforts among staff from Child Protective Services, 
Department of Human Services foster care, and private agency foster care. 

During the early stages of a child protective proceeding, both foster care and Child Protective 
Services may be involved.  Child Protective Services staff is responsible for the legal aspects of 
the case and stays involved through the adjudication phase.  In many jurisdictions, foster care 
staff will begin to take on the social work role at the preliminary hearing or shortly thereafter.  
As a result, during the time between the preliminary hearing and the adjudication of the case, 
both foster care and Child Protective Services staff can be actively seeking an absent parent. 

The amount of information that foster care or Child Protective Services staff has regarding 
absent parents will vary depending upon the case.  In many counties, Child Protective Services 
has placed a high value on providing services and interventions for low- and moderate-risk 
families.  In these cases, because of their prior involvement with the family, Child Protective 
Services staff is more likely to have information regarding an absent parent.  In more egregious 
cases where a petition is filed immediately, Child Protective Services’ involvement is limited to 
investigation and substantiation.  

 
B. Minimum Requirements for Identifying and Locating an Absent Parent 

Child Protective Services, foster care, and private agency workers have specific duties 
concerning the identification and location of absent parents that vary depending upon the 
circumstances of the case.  However, in all cases the absent parent issue should be addressed 
from the onset.  At a minimum, Child Protective Services should ask the parent with whom they 
have contact about the identity and whereabouts of the absent parent, and be prepared to discuss 
the issue at the preliminary hearing.  Because the case responsibilities begin to transition from 
Child Protective Services to foster care after the preliminary hearing but before the adjudication, 
local Child Protective Services and foster care staffs will need to develop a process to assure 
continued diligent efforts to find absent parents. 
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 1. Diligent Search 

A diligent search will include interviewing the child’s custodial parent and other 
relatives, checking telephone and other directories, and initiating a search through the 
local friend of the court or the Department of Human Services’ Office of Child Support.  
(See Section IV:  Resources for Office of Child Support Information.)  If the efforts fail 
to reveal an absent parent’s identity or location, an Affidavit of Efforts to Locate Absent 
Parent (JC 83) should be completed prior to the time when notice is required for an 
upcoming trial.   This affidavit outlines the efforts made to identify and locate the absent 
parent, and is submitted to the court along with a Motion for Alternate Service of Process 
(JC 46) on the absent parent.   

The Department of Human Services’ policy requires a foster care worker to: 

• determine whether the mother was married at the time of conception or birth by 
talking with the mother and relatives, 

• determine whether the parents are divorced and, if so, whether either parent is 
paying child support, 

• review the child’s birth certificate to see if a father is listed, 

• contact the friend of the court or the Central Functions Unit within the Office of 
Child Support to determine whether anyone has been paying child support, 

• contact the family division of the circuit court to determine whether an order of 
filiation has been entered, and 

• contact the probate court to determine whether an affidavit of parentage has been 
filed.1 

Other ways to locate an absent parent include: conducting a statewide Client Information 
System inquiry and a Secretary of State inquiry, searching telephone books and U.S. Post 
Office addresses, conducting a friend of the court inquiry, checking with the county 
clerk’s office for vital statistics, contacting the absent parent’s last place of employment, 
following up on leads provided by friends and relatives, and seeking legal publication.  A 

                                                 
1 Acknowledgements of parentage are required to be filed with the state registrar.  Subsequent proceedings on the 
acknowledgement are proper in the circuit court. 
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foster care worker may use the Federal Parent Locator Service if he or she knows the 
absent parent’s social security number; the Department of Human Service’s “Free Parent 
Locator Services” at http://www.michigan.gov/fia/0,1607,7-124-5453_5528_6741---,00.html; 
and the Michigan Department of Corrections “Offender Tracking Information System” at 
http://www.michigan.gov/corrections/0,1607,7-119-1409---,00.html. 

2. Paternity Testing 

Child Protective Services and foster care staff have access to free paternity testing as 
follows: 

a. Paternity Testing Through the Office of Child Support 
The Office of Child Support will provide paternity testing services if foster care 
staff makes a referral to the Office of Child Support for the purpose of 
establishing paternity and/or a support order.  The court may order the foster care 
worker to make a referral to the Office of Child Support.  There are two 
advantages to requesting paternity testing through the Office of Child Support: 

• ninety percent (90%) of the cost for testing is paid through federal 
reimbursement with the remaining 10% paid through county funds, and 

• more than one test can be requested. 

To access paternity testing a referral is made to the Office of Child Support using 
Form DHS-3205.  Paternity testing will be available for cases in which the 
mother/father status code is either 05 or 06 on the Medicaid case. 

Note:  These services are not available in cases where the court orders paternity 
testing without an Office of Child Support referral.  There must be a Title IV-D 
case to access federal funding for testing. 

 
 b. Paternity Testing Through the Department of Human Services Contract Services 

An agreement has been established for paternity genetic testing services through 
Orchid Cellmark, with all costs paid by the Department of Human Services 
Central Office.  To arrange an appointment for parentage testing/specimen 
collection, workers should contact Orchid Cellmark directly by phone (800-443-
2383) or FAX (937-294-3385).  Key factors to remember: 

http://www.michigan.gov/fia/0,1607,7-124-5453_5528_6741---,00.html
http://www.michigan.gov/corrections/0,1607,7-119-1409---,00.html
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• the service is not to establish child support, 

• the service is available one time per client, 

• workers requesting this service must ensure that previous test results are 
not available through other sources such as the Office of Child Support or 
the friend of the court, and 

• pictured identification and social security numbers for parents and 
children are required at the time of the appointment. 

For more information, refer to the Department of Human Services L-letter 99-084 
(or subsequent L-letters on the topic).  

Note:  Private agency foster care workers should consult with their Department 
of Human Services contract manager for guidance on how to access this service. 

 
C. Sharing Information 

If Child Protective Services staff has been unable to identify the absent parent prior to filing the 
petition, any relevant information should be provided to the assigned foster care worker, 
including: 

• Any efforts to locate the absent parent that are pending at the time of the transfer. 

• Any efforts that may benefit from continued attention.  For instance, since Child 
Protective Services has likely been involved in removing the child from the home, the 
relationship with the custodial parent may not be conducive to sharing information.  A 
foster care worker may be able to create a more positive relationship and elicit more 
useful information. 

Because of the different people potentially involved in efforts to locate absent parents, it is vital 
that information be shared in a timely manner.  This includes good communication between 
Child Protective Services and foster care staff.  Protocols must be established between the 
Department of Human Services and private agencies to ensure that foster care staff have access 
to the resources available for finding absent parents and for establishing paternity.   

Note:  Private agency foster care staff will need to access the services of the Office of Child 
Support through their contract monitor with the Department Of Human Services.  
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D. Petitions 

A petition must identify both legal parents or identify a father as a putative father.  Failure to 
ensure that a parent is named as a respondent when it is appropriate to do so is a frequent 
reason for permanency delays. 

If a legal father exists, only the legal father may be named as a respondent in a petition 
requesting termination of parental rights.  If a father’s identity is unknown, it should be stated in 
the petition.  In most cases, if the absent legal parent is not involved in the child’s life, has not 
sought custody of the child, and there is no indication that the absent parent intends to provide 
for the proper care and custody of the child, the court may assume jurisdiction and the absent 
parent’s parental rights may be terminated for desertion or failure to provide proper care or 
custody.  

If appropriate, allegations of desertion or child neglect by an identified father should be included 
in the original or an amended petition.  The allegations against the absent parent do not have to 
be the same as those that brought the parent with custody to the attention of the court. 

Including the absent parent as a respondent in the original petition, if appropriate, or amending 
the petition to include the absent parent when allegations surface later, can: 

Preserve the Absent Parent’s Right to a Jury Trial.  A party to a child protective proceeding 
may demand that a jury decide whether the facts alleged in the petition bring the child within the 
court’s jurisdiction.  The demand for a jury trial must be filed no later than 21 days before trial, 
unless the court excuses a later filing in the interests of justice.  However, once jurisdiction over 
a child has been established through one parent’s plea or at a trial of allegations against one 
parent, another parent has no right to demand a jury trial of allegations against him or her.  
Therefore, an absent parent’s right to a jury trial depends on being identified and notified prior to 
adjudication.  

Resolve Evidentiary Issues:  Legally admissible evidence is not required where parental rights 
are terminated in a typical child protective proceeding and termination is sought under a 
supplemental petition after the parent or parents have had an opportunity to improve their 
parenting ability.  However, if an absent parent is not named as a respondent before termination 
of parental rights is requested, and the allegations against the absent parent are new or different 
from those allowing the court to take jurisdiction, then legally admissible evidence must be used 
to establish a legal basis for termination of parental rights for the absent parent.  While the absent 
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parent is rightfully entitled to such protection, the stricter evidentiary standards could preclude 
the admission of relevant information concerning the absent parent that would have been 
admissible if the absent parent had been named as a respondent in the action prior to 
adjudication. 

Ensure the Absent Parent’s Early Involvement in the Case Service Plan.  Absent parents 
who may have an interest in creating a parental relationship with the child are much more likely 
to respond to legal notice of the proceedings and become involved in the case service plan early 
on.  Therefore, it is important to include an absent parent as a respondent, if appropriate.  In too 
many cases, absent parents seeking to assert their parental rights have emerged only after it has 
become apparent that the custodial parent will likely lose parental rights, which delays 
permanency for the child. 

When amending a petition, Child Protective Services, foster care, and private agency staff must 
cooperate and share information regarding allegations against an absent parent. 

 
E. Two Quick Resources for Locating Absent Parents 
 Federal Parent Locator Service (FPLS) 

• FPLS is a good resource for an initial search and is available to foster care staff 

• Having the social security number is extremely helpful when making the request 

• FPLS requests can be made without opening a case for support 

• To request FPLS, send an e-mail to FIA-OCS-CFU-Staff1@michigan.gov (include 
"Locate" in the subject line or, for urgent requests, "Locate-Urgent") or call 866-281-
0031 

 

 Paternity and Payment Inquiries 

The Office of Child Support can confirm whether paternity has been established for children 
involved in Child Protective Services investigations.  The Central Functions Unit of the Office of 
Child Support will provide: 

• paternity information, 

• the last known address of the noncustodial parent, 

• payment information on the court order, if one exists, and 

• the progress of the Office of Child Support’s efforts to locate and/or establish paternity. 

Contact the Central Functions Unit at 866-281-0031 

mailto:FIA-OCS-CFU-Staff1@michigan.gov
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F. Checklist for Information Sharing and Communication 
 
 Petitions 

□ Is there a local process for exchanging information between foster care and Child Protective 
Services staff to:  

□ Ensure the transition of responsibilities as a case moves from Child Protective Services to 
foster care? 

□ Amend an original petition? 

□ Is there a lead person at Child Protective Services for this purpose? 

□ Do private agency staffs work through a Department of Human Services monitoring worker 
at the local Department of Human Services office, or can they contact Child Protective 
Services directly? 

□ Does the prosecutor’s office (or other agency providing legal representation) assist in filing 
amended petitions? 

 
Services 

□ Do private agency staff know key contacts at the local Department of Human Services to 
access services such as paternity testing and parent locating through the Office of Child 
Support? 

□ Has an appropriate protocol been established with the Office of Child Support so that: 

□ The Department of Human Services and contract agency staff know who to contact to 
request a search? 

□ Both the Department of Human Services and contract agency staff know that the Office 
of Child Support’s progress can be tracked by calling the Central Functions Unit at (866) 
281–0031?  

□ The Department of Human Services and contract agency staff notify the Office of Child 
Support if a parent has been identified or located independently of the requested search? 

□ Do all parties involved in search efforts have an agreed upon local protocol for 
communicating results to the court, including, if appropriate, the filing of an amended 
petition? 
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Section III:  COURT PROCEEDINGS 

The court’s leadership can significantly influence the effort to locate absent parents.  A successful 
protocol for identifying, locating, and involving absent parents depends on a local system that requires 
attention to the issue at the earliest point and at every subsequent proceeding.  Although locating absent 
parents is primarily the responsibility of non-court staff, the court lends credence to this effort by 
ensuring, as part of court review, that absent parents are aggressively pursued.  

 
A. Raising the Issue of Paternity and the Identity and Location of an Absent Parent 

 1. Questioning the Custodial Parent 

If a child’s absent parent has not been identified, the referee or judge who conducts a 
preliminary hearing must inquire of the child’s custodial parent or anyone else present 
who has information regarding the identity and whereabouts of the child’s absent parent.  
The court may place the parent who is present under oath and take testimony as to the 
identity and whereabouts of the absent parent.  This approach can be useful when the 
court suspects that the parent who is present knows more about the absent parent’s 
identity and location than he or she has been willing to admit.  In these situations, Child 
Protective Services or foster care staff should be prepared to explain to the court why 
such testimony might be warranted.  

 2. Questioning the Petitioner 

It is an essential role for the presiding jurist to raise the absent parent issue at every child 
protective proceeding until the absent parent’s identity or location is established.  The 
court may ask the Child Protective Services or foster care worker the following 
questions, as appropriate: 

• Did you ask the available parent about the identity and whereabouts of the absent 
parent? 

• Have you contacted friends and relatives of both the available and the absent 
parent? 

• Did you check the telephone directory?  
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• Have you compiled complete information on the absent parent, such as: 
o Name? 
o Last-known address? 
o Phone numbers? 

• Did you check the city directory? (if one exists)  

• If none of the above was successful, have you explored other sources, such as: 
o Referral to the Office of Child Support to establish child support? 
o Contact with the local friend of the court or the Office of Child Support’s 

Central Functions Unit to determine whether a support order exists? 

• Did you look for other legal documents? 
o Is a father listed on the birth certificate? 
o Is an acknowledgment of parentage on file in the circuit court or with the 

State of Michigan? 
o Is an order of filiation or judgment of paternity on file with the circuit 

court? 
o If paternity has been established, was it verified by the Office of Child 

Support?  Note: The Office of Child Support is paperless; the support 
specialist workers have access to the Central Paternity Registry, but do 
not have access to certified copies. 

• If the child has no legal father, is a putative father hearing appropriate? 

• If parentage is in question, is paternity testing in process or complete? 

• If the absent/noncustodial parent has been identified, but not located, have you 
collected the following information and, if appropriate, included it in the petition? 

o Does the absent parent have a criminal history? 
o Does the absent parent have a Child Protective Services history? 
o Has the absent parent ever contributed to the financial support of the 

child(ren)? 
o Has the absent parent ever had custody of the child(ren)? 
o Have any of the absent parent’s relatives ever been involved in caring for 

the child(ren)? 
o To what extent has the absent parent maintained contact with the 

child(ren) or otherwise shown interest? 
o Are there other factors that would indicate the absent parent’s willingness 

and/or ability to care for the children? 
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B. Conducting a Serafin Hearing 

If a child’s mother was married at any time from conception to birth of a child involved in the 
proceedings, and if the mother or legal father alleges that the legal father is not the biological 
father of the child, the court must conduct a hearing to determine whether the presumption of the 
child’s legitimacy has been rebutted by clear and convincing evidence.  (This hearing is 
commonly called a “Serafin hearing” from the Michigan Supreme Court case that established the 
requirement.  (Serafin v Serafin, 401 Mich 629 (1977)). 

 

 Note:  See Appendix 2 for more information concerning when and under what circumstances a 

Serafin hearing is conducted. 

 
C. Conducting a Putative Father Hearing 

If a child has no legal father, and if the court has reason to believe that an identified person is the 
child’s biological father, the court may take testimony to attempt to establish the identity and 
address of the child’s alleged biological father.  If the court finds probable cause to believe that 
an identifiable person is the child’s biological father, the court must direct that notice be served 
on that person that a hearing is scheduled to determine his interest, if any, in the child. 

The court must direct that notice be served on a putative father in any manner reasonably 
calculated to provide notice, including publication if his whereabouts remain unknown after 
diligent inquiry.  However, a published notice must not contain the putative father’s name.  
Notice by publication must be provided if the putative father’s identity is unknown.  The court 
rule also requires that the notice to the putative father contain the following information: 

• If known, the name of the child, the name of the child’s mother, and the date and place of 
birth of the child, 

• That a petition was filed with the court, 

• The time and place of hearing at which the natural father is to appear to express his 
interest, if any, in the minor, and 

• A statement that failure to attend the hearing will constitute a denial of interest in the 
minor, a waiver of notice for all subsequent hearings, a waiver of a right to appointment 
of an attorney, and possible termination of any parental rights. 

After directing notice to an identified or unidentified putative father, the court may make one of 
several findings.  First, the court may determine that a putative father has been served in a 
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manner reasonably calculated to provide notice.  The court may also determine by a 
preponderance of the evidence that the putative father is the child’s biological father and allow 
him 14 days (or more for good cause shown) to establish legal paternity according to the 
definitions set forth in Section I, above.  Alternatively, the court may find probable cause to 
believe that another identified man is the child’s biological father and direct that notice be 
provided to that person as stated above.  If an identified putative father fails to appear after 
proper notice or appears but fails to timely establish paternity, the court may find that he waives 
all rights to further notice, including the right to notice of termination of parental rights, and the 
right to an attorney.  Finally, the court may determine that a diligent inquiry has been conducted 
and the identity of the child’s biological father cannot be determined.  If the court makes this 
finding, it may proceed without further notice and without appointing an attorney for the 
unidentified person. 

Until a child’s putative father has legally established his paternity of the child, a putative father 
is not entitled to receive notice of or participate in child protective proceedings, or to court-
appointed counsel. 

 
D. Requiring Amendments to Petition 

The court should require counsel for the petitioner to add allegations against an absent parent by 
amended petition.  While this protocol emphasizes inclusion of an absent parent as a respondent 
in an original petition, in some cases foster care or Child Protective Services staff will discover 
information about an absent parent that needs to be added in the form of an amended petition.  
When such amendments are made, the absent parent must be served with an amended petition 
and summons.  If personal service cannot be achieved, service may be made by registered mail 
or publication, with the court’s approval.  The absent parent is then a respondent to the 
proceedings and under the jurisdiction of the court.   

 

E. Ensuring Service of Process 
 

1. Serving the Respondent 

 Ensure that a summons is personally served on a respondent for an adjudicative hearing 

and, if held, a hearing on termination of parental rights.  If the respondent is an absent 

parent, include: 
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• Summons: Order to Appear (Child Protective Proceedings) (JC 21) 

• Petition (JC 04) 

• Notice of Hearing (JC 45) 

 

2. Serving the Noncustodial Legal Parent 

 Notice for a noncustodial legal parent who is not a respondent is provided by personal 

service of the Notice of Hearing (JC 45) and a copy of the petition.  If personal service 

cannot be achieved, the court may order service of process be made by mail or 

publication.  In additional, the court may issue a summons requiring the appearance of 

anyone whose presence is found by the judge to be necessary.  Therefore, in some cases a 

nonrespondent parent may receive a summons as well. 

A summons to appear at a child protective proceeding clarifies the purpose of the proceeding, the 
party’s rights, and the consequences for failure to appear. 

In addition to the court providing the summons, the foster care worker should communicate to 
both the custodial and the noncustodial parents the importance of staying involved in court 
proceedings and complying with the case service plan.  

3. If a Respondent or Noncustodial Legal Parent is Incarcerated 

If a respondent or noncustodial legal parent is incarcerated under the jurisdiction of the 
Department of Corrections, the petitioner must also comply with MCR 2.004.  The 
petitioner must: 

• contact the Department of Corrections to confirm the incarceration and the 
incarcerated party’s prison number and location,  

• serve the incarcerated person with the petition or motion seeking an order regarding 
the minor child, and file proof with the court that the papers were served, and 

• file with the court the petition or motion seeking an order regarding the minor child 
stating that a party is incarcerated and providing the party’s prison number and 
location.  The caption of the petition or motion shall state that a telephonic hearing is 
required by this rule. 

The court must then issue an order requesting that the Department of Corrections, or a 
non-Department of Corrections facility where the respondent or parent is located, allow 



Section III: Court Proceedings  16 

the respondent or parent to participate in a hearing or conference via a non-collect and 
unmonitored telephone call.  The court must serve the order on the parties and the warden 
or supervisor of the facility where the respondent or parent resides. 

4. If Personal Service is Impracticable or Cannot be Achieved 

If a summons cannot be personally served on a respondent, the court may order alternate 
service in any manner reasonably calculated to provide actual notice.  To do so, the court 
must find on the basis of testimony, a motion and affidavit, or any other information that 
personal service is impracticable and cannot be achieved.  Use SCAO-approved Motion 
for Alternate Service (JC 46) and Order for Alternate Service (JC 47) for this purpose 

Diligent efforts to locate and personally serve an absent legal parent are required before 
asking the court to approve a motion for alternate service.  A caseworker should use an 
Affidavit of Efforts to Locate Absent Parent (JC 83) when filing a motion for alternate 
service to demonstrate that diligent efforts were made to locate the absent parent.  On the 
form, the caseworker will affirmatively state that diligent efforts have been made to 
locate an absent parent.  In addition, it establishes a request for a search by the Office of 
Child Support as a “diligent efforts” standard when other activities prove unsuccessful.   

 5. Alternate Service 

If a parent’s whereabouts are known but personal service cannot be achieved, service 
may be made in “any manner reasonably calculated to give notice of the proceeding and 
an opportunity to be heard,” including registered or certified mail addressed to the last 
known address.  If a parent’s whereabouts are unknown, the court may order service by 
publication.  However, a court should not order service by publication or any other 
substituted service if the petitioner has not made reasonable efforts to locate the absent 
legal parent.  A motion for alternate service must show that the substituted method of 
service is best suited to provide actual notice of the proceedings to the absent parent. 

 
F. Ongoing Attention During the Dispositional Phase of Proceedings 

This protocol is designed to promote early, intensive, and coordinated efforts for finding and, if 
appropriate, involving an absent parent in a child protective proceeding.  In most cases these 
efforts will resolve the issue early in the process.  However, in some situations, absent parent 
issues may linger beyond the adjudicatory phase of a child protective proceeding.  In these cases, 
the judge or referee should raise the issue of an absent parent at each court proceeding after 
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adjudication so long as questions remain.  Depending upon the circumstances, any of the 
following may be appropriate review questions. 

 
• Identity and whereabouts are not known 

What continued efforts have been made to identify and locate the absent parent? 
 
• Identity is known but efforts to locate have not been successful 

What continued efforts have been made to locate the absent parent? 
 
• Identity is believed to be known, but parentage is being denied or is in question 

What steps have been taken to determine parentage? 
 
• Parentage has been determined since the last court hearing 

What has been done to engage the absent parent involved in the child’s life, or to establish 
that the parent has no interest? 

 
G. New Information Discovered During the Dispositional Phase—Supplemental 

Petitions 

If the agency responsible for a child’s care and supervision becomes aware of additional abuse or 
neglect of a child who is under the jurisdiction of the court, and if that abuse or neglect is 
substantiated, the agency is required to file a supplemental petition with the court.  If the 
supplemental petition does not request termination of parental rights, the court may address the 
petition at a review hearing or progress review.  If the supplemental petition requests termination 
of parental rights, the court must conduct a hearing under MCR 3.977.  In either case, the court is 
not required to redetermine its jurisdiction over a child, and a respondent to the new allegations 
in the supplemental petition is not entitled to a jury trial on those allegations.  However, a 
respondent to the supplemental petition must be notified of a review hearing at which the new 
allegations will be addressed or, if termination of parental rights is requested, must be personally 
served with a summons and a copy of the supplemental petition. 

 
H. Termination of Parental Rights of Absent Parents 

If termination of parental rights is requested, only a child’s legal father may be identified in the 
petition.  If no legal father exists and proper notice has been provided to a putative father, the 
court may terminate any parental rights that putative father may possess.  If a child has no legal 
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father, and a putative father has or had an established custodial or support relationship with the 
child but has failed to legally establish his paternity for that child, the court may terminate any 
parental rights that putative father may have pursuant to the Juvenile Code.  If neither a legal 
father nor a putative father has been identified, the court may include in its order a provision that 
terminates the rights of the child’s mother and sole legal parent, and the rights of the child’s 
biological father, including any rights the unidentified father may have. 

At least one statutory ground for termination of the absent legal parent’s parental rights must be 
properly alleged and set forth in the supplemental petition (e.g. abandonment, failure to provide 
proper care of custody). 

A respondent-parent must be personally served with a summons and a copy of a petition 
requesting termination of that parent’s rights.  If personal service is impracticable or cannot be 
achieved, an alternate method of service may be used. 

If the court has entered a dispositional order placing a child in the temporary custody of the 
court, the court may not proceed to a hearing on termination of parental rights without issuing a 
new summons and ensuring proper service of that summons.  A respondent-parent must be 
personally served with a summons and a copy of a petition requesting termination of parental 
rights.  The rules governing service in child protective proceedings include provisions for 
substituted service, including service by registered mail or publication, when personal service is 
impracticable or the parent’s whereabouts are unknown.  Before resorting to notice by 
publication, however, the court must determine whether reasonable efforts were made to locate 
the absent parent.  MCR 3.920. 
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Section IV: RESOURCES 
 

THE OFFICE OF CHILD SUPPORT 

The Office of Child Support (OCS) has access to a variety of resources that can be extremely helpful in 
efforts to locate an absent parent and is willing to work with Department of Human Services staff to 
assist in locating absent parents. 

 
Federal Parent Locator Service (FPLS) 

• FPLS is a good resource for an initial search and is available to foster care staff  

• Having the social security number is extremely helpful when making the request 

• FPLS requests can be made without opening a case for support 

• To request FPLS, send an email to FIA-OCS-CFU-Staff1@michigan.gov (include "Locate" in 
the subject line or, for urgent requests, "Locate-Urgent") or call (866) 281–0031.  

 
Paternity and Payment Inquiries 

The Office of Child Support will determine whether paternity has been established for children involved 
in Child Protective Services investigations. 

The Central Functions Unit of the Office of Child Support will provide the following: 

• Paternity information 

• Last known address of the noncustodial parent 

• Payment information on a court order, if one exists 

Contact the Central Functions Unit by calling (866) 281-0031. 

 
Requesting Assistance 

The following available information should be provided when requesting assistance of the Office of 
Child Support.  Make sure that information (dates, spellings, etc.) is accurate. 

• Social security number 
• Driver’s license number 
• Last known address 
• Prior or subsequent marriages/children 
• Spelling of party’s names 

• Date of birth 
• Last place of employment 
• Hometown 
• Miscellaneous family information 
• Mother’s maiden name 

mailto:FIA-OCS-CFU-Staff1@michigan.gov


Section IV: Resources  20 

You can find out the progress of efforts to locate and/or establish paternity and child support by calling 
the Central Functions Unit at 866-281-0031. 

 
Office of Child Support Assistance Eligibility 

A threshold requirement for assistance from the Office of Child Support is that the child must be eligible 
for any of the following programs. 

• Family Independence Program (FIP) 
• Title IV-E (foster care maintenance 

payments) 

• Child Development Care (CDC) 
• Food Assistance Program (FAP) 
• Medicaid 

There are two ways the Office of Child Support Services can provide help for children in substitute care: 

• Public Assistance Eligibility.  Any child who is currently eligible or is a former recipient of FIP 
or Medicaid (this includes county and state funded foster care placements) is eligible for Office 
of Child Support assistance.  Also, if IV-E maintenance payments are being made, the child is 
also IV-D eligible and services can be requested from the Office of Child Support.  An 
automated referral is made via the Customer Information System (CIMS) to the Michigan Child 
Support Enforcement System (MiCSES) by coding the mother/father status codes correctly on 
the child’s Medicaid case. 

• A request for IV-D services can be made by a relative caregiver who is not receiving a foster 
care payment or FIP and/or Medicaid.  Relative caregivers in this category request services by 
completing a Form DHS-1201: Non-FIP Child Support Services Application and submitting it to 
the Office of Child Support at the following address: 

 
Office of Child Support 

Attn:  Central Functions Unit 
235 S. Grand Avenue 
Lansing, MI 48909 

 
 
 

FRIEND OF THE COURT 
 

The local friend of the court may assist in locating an absent parent.  The friend of the court has access 
to the Michigan Child Support Enforcement System database and can access information for all 83 
counties in Michigan.   
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Access to the friend of the court will require agreements at the local level to establish a protocol for 
sharing information.  In communities where agreements are reached, the friend of the court will need as 
much of the following information as possible: 

• Full name of the absent parent (including any alias) 

o Date of birth 

o Social security number 

o Last known address, employer, and phone number 

o Marital status 

• Full name of custodial parent 

o Date of birth 

o Social security number 

• Full names of children, including date of birth and social security numbers 
 

OTHER RESOURCES 

Other Office of Child Support parent locating resources include:  

• Department of Consumer and Industry Services 

• Department of Natural Resources (hunting and fishing license) 

• Department of Defense (military enrollment) 

• Department of Corrections (offender tracking system) 

• Secretary of State 

• U.S. Postal Service 

• New hire database 

• Quarterly wage data 

 

 



Appendices  22 

APPENDICES 
 

Appendix 1:  Legal Fathers – Identifying a Child’s Father 

Section I of this protocol emphasizes the need to identify whether there is a legal father before 
determining if there is a putative father.  This appendix provides more detailed information on the five 
ways identified in Section I that a man may be established as a legal father.  A man may be found to be a 
legal father if he: 

 1. Is married to the child’s mother at any time from the child’s conception to the child’s 
birth.  If the child’s mother is married at any time from the child’s conception to birth, 
the man to whom she is married is presumed to be the child’s legal father.  Note that a 
child’s presumed legal father is not necessarily the child’s biological father.  For 
example, if an unmarried woman conceives a child with a man then marries another man 
prior to the child’s birth, the woman’s husband is the child’s presumed legal father, not 
the man with whom she conceived the child.  

If a legal father exists, a putative father (an alleged biological father) is not identified nor 
allowed to participate in a child protective proceeding.  Only the child’s mother or legal 
father may attempt to rebut this presumption of the child’s legitimacy.  If the presumption 
is rebutted, the court in a child protective proceeding may find that the child was “not an 
issue of the marriage,” but the court may not make a legal determination that the putative 
father is the child’s legal father.  Instead, the child’s putative father must establish legal 
paternity under the Paternity Act2 or, if the child’s mother consents, under the 
Acknowledgment of Parentage Act. 

 2. Has legally adopted the child. 

 3. Has been determined to be the child’s legal father in an order of filiation or judgment 
of paternity as a result of an action under the Paternity Act.  Actions under the 
Paternity Act are only available when a child is born out of wedlock, i.e. when the child’s 
mother is unmarried during the entire gestation period or the mother gets married during 
that period, but a court has previously determined that the child is not a product of the 
marriage. 

                                                 
2 If the foster care worker makes a referral to the Child Support Unit and the prosecuting attorney files an action under the 
paternity act, the prosecuting attorney’s office is reimbursed for this activity under the IV-D contract. 
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 4. Has been determined by a judge in a divorce action to have parental rights.  In a 
divorce action, there are two situations where a judge may determine that a husband who 
is not a child’s biological father has parental rights.  First, a judge may determine that a 
man is an “equitable father” if: 

• he is married to the child’s mother, but is not the biological parent of a child born 
or conceived during the marriage,  

• he and the child mutually acknowledge a relationship as father and child, or the 
child’s mother has cooperated in the development of a father-child relationship 
over a period of time prior to filing for divorce,  

• he desires to have the rights afforded to a parent, and 

• he is willing to take on the responsibility of paying child support. 

Second, a judge may determine that a man should be estopped (prevented) from denying 
he is a child’s legal father if the man is married to the child’s mother, is not the child’s 
biological father, does not want the rights afforded to a parent, and refuses to pay child 
support.  A judge may assign such a man parental rights if it would be unfair not to do so.  
For example, a judge may assign the man parental rights if he married the child’s mother 
while she was pregnant knowing that he was not the child’s biological father, or if the 
man dissuaded the child’s mother from placing the child for adoption and agreed to raise 
the child as his own. 

For a man to be determined to have parental rights in a divorce action, the man and the 
child’s mother must be married to one another.  The circumstances outlined in this 
section do not apply to unmarried people. 

 5. Has been determined to be a child’s legal father by the proper filing of an 
acknowledgment of parentage.  A child’s mother and biological father must both sign 
the acknowledgment of parentage, which must then be filed with the state registrar.  As 
under the Paternity Act, actions under the Acknowledgment of Parentage Act are only 
available when a child is born out of wedlock, i.e. when the child’s mother is unmarried 
during the entire gestation period or the mother gets married during that period, but a 
court has previously determined that the child is not a product of the marriage. 

If there is no legal father, the court may identify a putative father.  A putative father is an 
alleged biological father of a child who has no legal father as defined above.  If a legal 
father exists, a putative father may not be identified or participate in a child protective 
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proceeding unless the presumption of a child’s legitimacy is rebutted as explained under 
Section (1) of this Appendix.  If no legal father exists, a court may conduct a putative 
father hearing to identify the alleged father, facilitate notification of the alleged father, 
and allow him to legally establish his paternity of the child. 

If a child’s mother is married at the time of birth, the mother’s husband must be identified 
as the father on the child’s birth certificate.  If a child’s mother is unmarried at the time 
of birth, a father’s name may not be placed on the child’s birth certificate without the 
completion and filing of an acknowledgment of parentage or a court order following a 
paternity action. 
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Appendix 2:  Conducting a Serafin Hearing (Serafin v Serafin, 401 Mich 629 (1977)) 

In Section III (Court Proceedings), the right of legal parents to petition the court for a Serafin hearing 
is discussed.  (The name of this hearing is derived from the Michigan Supreme Court case that 
established the ability of a legal parent to rebut the presumption of a child’s legitimacy, Serafin v 
Serafin, 401 Mich 629 (1977)).  This appendix explains more fully the circumstances under which a 
legal father may seek a court determination as to whether he is, in fact, the biological parent when there 
is an existing legal presumption of his parentage. 

If a child’s mother is married at any time from the child’s conception to birth, the mother’s husband is 
presumed to be the child’s legal father.  This presumption of legitimacy applies in child protective 
proceedings.  When a child is conceived or born during a marriage, a strong, though rebuttable, 
presumption of legitimacy arises, but the husband or wife may testify regarding nonaccess to one 
another.  This presumption of legitimacy must be rebutted by clear and convincing evidence. 

If both legal parents assert the presumption of legitimacy, third parties (i.e., a putative father) may not 
attack it.  If both legal parents attack the presumption, it may be rebutted through their testimony alone.  
A legal father may contest paternity with the results of a paternity test.  Test results that preclude the 
possibility that a man is a child’s biological father are conclusive and sufficient to rebut the presumption 
of legitimacy.  Similarly, a child’s mother may contest the legal father’s paternity by requesting that a 
court order the legal father to submit to testing.  A mother’s testimony that she is uncertain whether the 
legal father is the biological father has been held insufficient to rebut the presumption of legitimacy. 

Where a legal father exists, a putative father may not be identified or participate in child protective 
proceedings.  However, if the mother and legal father rebut the presumption of legitimacy during the 
child protective proceeding, a court may make a finding that a child is not the issue of a marriage.  The 
court may not, however, determine a child’s paternity within the child protective proceeding.  Instead, a 
putative father may be allowed an opportunity to establish his paternity in a separate proceeding, as 
provided in Section III of this protocol.  The court’s finding that the child is not an issue of the marriage 
qualifies as a prior court finding, allowing the putative father to proceed under the Paternity Act.  If the 
putative father properly establishes his paternity, he then has standing to participate in the child 
protective proceeding. 

A putative father does not have standing to intervene in a child protective proceeding following 
termination of the legal father’s parental rights.  Termination of the mother’s and legal father’s parental 
rights is not a determination that the child was not the issue of the marriage. 


